This article provides yet another testament to the reality that some form of Sufism existed amidst the circle of students and followers of Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328). Based on a unique manuscript from Damascus, presented here for the first time is an Arabic edition and English translation of Risālat al-sulūk (Epistle on the Spiritual Way) by al-Baʿlabakkī (d. 734/1333), a Ḥanbalite student of Ibn Taymiyya who was also trained in the Sufi way. This is preceded by a study that sheds light on al-Baʿlabakkī's intellectual context, which is primarily concerned with the place of Sufism in Ibn Taymiyya's circle. The article then proceeds with a biography of al-Baʿlabakkī, followed by some relevant notes on the manuscript of Risālat al-sulūk and its edition and translation.
Introduction
As the past years have shown an increasing interest among scholars in the Ḥanbalite shaykh al-Islām Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), there is a slowly growing awareness that the study of the people around him, that is, his circle of followers and students, is also deserving of attention.1 When it comes to taṣawwuf, or Sufism, I would argue that its presence in Ibn Taymiyya's own intellectual context as a recognized Islamic discipline of spirituality can be understood more deeply by also studying its presence among the members of his circle.2 While for some of them it is practically impossible to establish whether they were in any way involved in Sufism, others actually composed works that clearly deal with the subject. An example of the latter category is found in the person of the Ḥanbalite Zayn al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Baʿlabakkī, who was both a student of Ibn Taymiyya and a Sufi in the real sense of the word. But unlike Ibn Taymiyya or his most celebrated student, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), al-Baʿlabakkī did not leave behind much of a legacy. He neither produced a large oeuvre of writings nor reached any lasting fame as a Muslim scholar. We thus have very limited source-material from which to extract detailed information concerning his life and teachings, in particular when it comes to his views on Sufism.
1 Caterina Bori is a good example of a scholar who has applied this approach. See for instance her article that deals with the collection and edition of Ibn Taymiyya's writings by his students, and to some degree also her article on Ibn Taymiyya's jamāʿa, although this is more concerned with his overall position in traditionalist circles. Cf. Caterina Bori, "Ibn Taymiyya wa-Jamāʿatuhu." In Ibn Taymiyya It is exactly here where the current article provides a contribution by presenting for the first time an Arabic edition and English translation of al-Baʿlabakkī's Risālat al-sulūk, likely the sole surviving tract by his hand that deals with the subject of Sufism. In this concise treatise, al-Baʿlabakkī aims to show that sulūk, the spiritual way towards God, can only be completed by means of two interdependent aspects: piety (taqwā) and renunciation of the material world (zuhd). By the first he means mostly the outer dimension of religion, which requires intimate knowledge of and close adherence to Islamic law; by the second he means mostly the inner dimension of religion, which requires the purification of the heart and abstinence from worldly passions. There is no explicit mention of the words ṣūfī or taṣawwuf, but based on the content and the author's background we can certainly say that we are dealing with a treatise that falls under the category of Sufism. The style of Risālat al-sulūk is sober, with a practical rather than a mystical approach to the spiritual way. While it does contain references to the Sufi concept of annihilation in God ( fanāʾ fī Allāh) and to the substitutes (abdāl), an elite class of saints (awliyāʾ), we must remember that such terminology was firmly embedded in the vocabulary of Sunni Islam in the Mamluk period.3 Al-Baʿlabakkī's main purpose in the treatise is to invoke in its reader an awareness of God, which is to inspire action, inwardly and outwardly, in accordance with God's desire, with the ultimate goal to attain a spiritual connection with Him. It could be argued that the importance of the Risāla lies not so much in its contents, since its brevity makes it difficult to make any large assumptions about al-Baʿlabakkī's thought on Sufism. That would indeed require much more material on the subject by his hand, which, as far as I know, is simply not extant anymore. Its true significance lies rather in the fact that it is yet another testament to the reality that some form of Sufism existed in the circle of Ibn Taymiyya.
Below follows a concise study that aims to shed light on several issues that are of relevance to the text of Risālat al-sulūk. Firstly, in view of al-Baʿlabakkī's identity as both a follower of Ibn Taymiyya and a Sufi, it is in place to provide some background to the intellectual context against which we should read the Risāla. I will do this by demonstrating that there was not only a certain tradition of Sufism that was accepted and respected by Ibn Taymiyya, but that there is even clear evidence that some form of Sufism was actively taught to several members of his circle, an example of whom was al-Baʿlabakkī himself. I thereby journal of Sufi studies 5 (2016) aim to show what the latter's background in Sufism was, so that we can place his Risāla in a specific tradition. This is followed by a biography of al-Baʿlabakkī based on the available material I have been able to find. The final section of the introduction will elaborate upon my discovery of the manuscript of Risālat al-sulūk and offer a few notes on the process of editing and translating it.
Sufism and Traditionalism
While Ibn Taymiyya's relationship with Sufism has been the subject of some controversy, having been portrayed as both a staunch opponent of Sufism and an actual sufi himself, the dominant view on this subject is becoming increasingly nuanced, placing him, in a sense, somewhere in the middle of these two extremes.4 In a recent contribution, for instance, Ovamir Anjum argues that, without identifying themselves as Sufis, Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim both "endorsed Sufism devoid of mysticism, and wished to recover the earliest tradition of Sufism when mystical knowledge had not challenged the primacy of scriptural knowledge."5 Indeed, to them this earliest form of Sufism was a sound branch of knowledge because it was anchored in the framework of traditionalist theology.6 It were later Sufis, such as Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī The above quote is representative of Ibn Taymiyya's vision of early "authentic Sufism," which he links to this very list of names of Sufi authorities in several of his writings. Only a few later shaykhs, among whom he counted the Ḥanbalite Sufi ʿAbd al-Qādir al-Jīlānī (or al-Jīlī) (d. 561/1166), were able to live up to the example of these early figures. To Ibn Taymiyya, they embodied the spiritual path because they adhered to the sound, correct creed (ʿaqīda, or iʿtiqād); that is, they adhered to the traditionalist creed of the ahl al-ḥadīth, or ahl al-sunna wa-l-ḥadīth as he calls it here, as advocated mostly by the Ḥanbalites. Although it may not be possible to speak of a neatly defined, distinct spiritual method that made up the type of Sufism referred to and envisioned by Ibn Taymiyya, we can at least observe that there indeed existed a tradition of Sufism that was particular to traditionalist Sunnite circles. This form of Sufism, which I like to call "traditionalist Sufism" because of its concurrence with traditionalist theology, indeed existed well before Ibn Taymiyya, and frequently clashed with the growing trend that increasingly partnered Sufism with rationalist theology, as articulated by the Ashʿarite school in particular.8 Ashʿarites in Islamic Religious History," Studia Islamica, no. 17 (1962) : 49, and for the subtleties of the differences between these trends I recommend the study of Binyamin Abrahamov, Rather than resorting to the approach predominant in kalām-theology, which is to apply a metaphorical interpretation (ta ʾwīl) when dealing with ambiguous descriptions of God in the revelatory sources, he claims that these shaykhs affirmed all of God's divine attributes (i.e. ithbāt al-ṣifāt). As he contends, the traditionalists understood that in such cases ta ʾwīl is to deny the way God describes Himself in the Qur'an and the Hadith, which would ultimately lead to denying Him altogether.11 These references show firstly that there was some degree of truth to the connection Ibn Taymiyya claimed existed between traditionalism and some of the early Sufi authorities, and secondly, that he considered his own outlook on Sufism to be rooted in this tradition that far predated him. In that sense, he did not view himself as an architect of some new form of Sufism; he was simply aiming to propagate what he considered to be the way of these early masters as an alternative to the many problematic interpretations that were gaining ground during his lifetime. Although we are only scratching the surface here, it should nonetheless be clear that Sufism, within the boundaries of traditionalist theology, had a place in Ibn Taymiyya's worldview.
known that not all Sufis are Ashʿarites, but it cannot be denied that Taṣawwuf had already acquired respectability within the school of al-Ashʿarī during the Mamluk period. This marriage, which is apparent with many medieval authors, was built on the remains of esoteric Shi'ism and Hellenistic philosophy" (my translation The next logical step would be to question whether there is any indication that Sufism was also being taught and practiced within his circle. To answer this question, however, we must look beyond Ibn Taymiyya. Despite his many writings that touch upon Sufism in some way, it is not exactly clear in how far he may have taken it upon himself to actively teach a particular method of spirituality to his followers. Most of his works on Sufism are of a polemical nature, aimed at filtering out problematic concepts or refuting heresies he found in the words of certain Sufi scholars. We do know with certainty that one of his loyal students, the Ḥanbalite Sufi ʿImād al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Wāsiṭī, fulfilled the role of Sufi shaykh in the Taymiyyan circle until he passed away in 711/1311. Although Ibn Taymiyya's senior, al-Wāsiṭī adopted the shaykh al-islām as his teacher after he had become deeply convinced that he was the greatest scholar of his age. Ibn Taymiyya in his turn appears to have been deeply impressed by al-Wāsiṭī's profound understanding of Sufism, and reportedly said, in praise of him: "He is the Junayd of his time."12 Note that the Baghdadi Sufi al-Junayd (d. 297/910), already mentioned in a previous citation, was one of those early Sufis Ibn Taymiyya so greatly admired. The weight of Ibn Taymiyya's words of praise for al-Wāsiṭī should be evident from the fact that he considered alJunayd as "someone who spoke with the words of the imams who know God by experience (al-a ʾimmat al-ʿārifīn)."13 I am currently in the process of writing a detailed study of al-Wāsiṭī's life and teachings, so I will not delve deeply into this still little-known Sufi master here. In consideration of the subject at hand, it suffices to know that several sources affirm that al-Wāsiṭī taught a specific method in Sufism-or sulūk as he often refers to it-to a group of Damascene traditionalists, consisting of Ḥanbalites and Shāfiʿites, the majority of whom were followers and students of Ibn Taymiyya as well. This is clear among other things from al-Wāsiṭī's entry in the Ṭabaqāt of the Ḥanbalite biographer Ibn Rajab (d. 795/1392), who states that "a group of our shaykhs, and others, have learned [the spiritual way] from him."14 Ibn Rajab also tells us that al-Wāsiṭī authored many works on the Sufi way, and that "these are some of the most useful books on Sufism for spiritual aspirants (murīdīn), and a group of the Sufis from the ahl al-ḥadīth have In Damascus he studied jurisprudence under Ibn Taymiyya and entered a master-disciple relationship (ṣuḥba) with al-Wāsiṭī, under whose guidance he was trained in sulūk.21 It was thus al-Wāsiṭī, and not Ibn Taymiyya, who was his shaykh in Sufism. Although this does not appear to be confirmed in the biographical sources, I suspect that al-Baʿlabakkī may have traveled with Ibn Taymiyya to Cairo in 705/1306 and stayed with him in Egypt for some time. We have at our disposal a letter by al-Wāsiṭī that addresses seven of Ibn Taymiyya's followers by name, among whom al-Baʿlabakkī, urging them to stick by their shaykh's side and support him unconditionally. Since al-Wāsiṭī stayed in Damascus till his death, and we know that Ibn Taymiyya got in serious trouble with the Mamluk authorities during his stay in Egypt, it is not hard to imagine that this letter may have been sent to Cairo during those times of distress, with the aim to hearten the addressees.22
Whatever the case may be, it was Damascus where al-Baʿlabakkī built a career as a professional Muslim scholar. Ibn Rajab states that a group of scholars benefited from his classes in Ḥanbalite jurisprudence ( fiqh), legal theory (uṣūl), and tradition (ḥadīth), the most notable of whom was the staunch Ḥanbalite and admirer of Ibn Taymiyya There is very little to say about al-Baʿlabakkī's role as a Sufi shaykh. It is only through Risālat al-sulūk that we can get a very basic image of his perception of the spiritual way. Thanks to Ibn Rajab's entry on him, we can at least say that Sufism appears to have been an important part of his scholarly life. The Ḥanbalī biographer relates that al-Baʿlabakkī experienced spiritual states (aḥwāl) and saintly miracles (karāmāt). It was said, for instance, that every year he would be aware which night was the Night of God's Decree (i.e. laylat al-qadr).
In 718/1318 one of his miraculous claims gave rise to such controversy that he was eventually brought to trial before judges and jurists in the Dār al-Saʿāda of Damascus. Al-Baʿlabakkī's case came to light after some of his companions had found out about a certain spiritual state he claimed to have reached, for which they were apparently able to provide written proof in his handwriting. The following claims were reportedly made by him:
He [claimed that he] saw the Real (glorified and exalted is He) and contemplated the World of Sovereignty (malakūt). He saw Paradise ( firdaws) and ascended above the Throne [of God]. He heard divine speech (khiṭāb), and it was said to him: 'I have granted you the spiritual state of shaykh ʿAbd al-Qādir [al-Jīlānī] .' [He claimed] that God (exalted is He) took something like a cloak from ʿAbd al-Qādir and put it on him, and that He gave him three drinks of different colors. He sat before God, together with Muḥammad, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and al-Khaḍir (peace be upon them), and it was said to him: 'this is a rank (makān) that no saint (walī) can surpass.' It was also said to him: 'You will be the spiritual axis (quṭb) for twenty years.'26 Albeit without much detail, Ibn Kathīr affirms that al-Baʿlabakkī made claims regarding some spiritual experience: "Something either afflicted his mental state (ʿaql) or he lost his mind. Or [perhaps] he had been so devoted to disciplining [his ego] that his inward being was burning with hunger. He saw figments of the imagination (khayālāt) that have no reality, believing that they were something supernatural (amr khārijī), while they were only a false figment of the imagination."27 While Ibn Kathīr does not state what it was that al-Baʿlabakkī claimed to have experienced, it appears from Ibn Rajab that it concerned an heavenly ascension, reminiscent of the Prophet Muḥammad's miʿrāj. His account suggests that al-Baʿlabakkī thereby attained the rank of the quṭb, which in Sufi terminology is generally considered to be the highest degree of sainthood. Al-Jīlānī's presence in the account is also noteworthy, since this Sufi was well-respected by Ibn Taymiyya and the Ḥanbalite community, and thus an archetype of the form of Sufism accepted among traditionalists. That al-Baʿlabakkī's supposed claims were so controversial that the death-penalty was actually considered is hinted at when Ibn Rajab states that the judge decided to spare his life. The seriousness with which his case was dealt with is not so strange in view of its historical context. In the Mamluk period, claims to heavenly ascension were indeed very rare and were known to have met with great controversy. Sufis were obviously very careful in claiming such a thing for themselves.28 While al-Baʿlabakkī was not sentenced to death, the final outcome must nevertheless have struck a severe blow to his career. He was censured for his claims and had to renew his profession of Islam. The judge's sentence was that he be chastised and detained for some days. He was also forbidden to give fatwas or produce marriage contracts. Ibn Rajab's account concludes that, after that, al-Baʿlabakkī's mistake became clear to him. Rather than having physically ascended through the heavens, he affirmed that what he had experienced were spiritual contemplations (shawāhid) and lights of the hearts (anwār qalbiyya).29 Al-Baʿlabakkī was eventually able to pick up his scholarly life once more, teaching Islamic sciences at several madrasas in Damascus. He passed away in 734/1333 in his hometown of Baalbek, and was reportedly escorted to the cemetery at the city's Saṭḥān gate by a crowd of locals, who carried him above their heads in honor. There was also an absentee funeral prayer (ṣalāt al-ghāʾib) for him in Damascus, which suggests that in the end he must have enjoyed something of a respectable position in the Mamluk capital of Shām.30 27 Ibn Kathīr, 14:194. 28 The matter of miʿrāj among Mamluk Sufis has been treated by Éric Geoffroy in Le Soufisme, 434 (I owe this reference to Christian Lange). 29 Ibn Rajab, Dhayl, 5:51. 30 Ibn Rajab, Dhayl, 5:52, Ibn Kathīr, 14:194. journal of Sufi studies 5 (2016) 156-187
Some Notes on Risālat al-sulūk
My road towards al-Baʿlabakkī's Risālat al-sulūk started with the question whether any of al-Wāsiṭī's students or affiliates produced writings in the field of Sufism. As I examined the sources on al-Baʿlabakkī, I found both Ibn Rajab and Ibn Kathīr confirming that this was the case with regard to him, with the latter explicitly stating that he wrote on Sufism and the works of the hearts (al-taṣawwuf wa-aʿmāl al-qulūb) .31 Without any mention of a title, I tried my luck by searching for al-Baʿlabakkī's name in Khizānat al-turāth, a database of Arabic manuscripts that can be accessed through al-Maktaba al-shāmila, a digital library of Islamic literature. I thus found that there is a tract on Sufism by the title of Risālat al-sulūk that is kept in the Ẓāhiriyya Library of Damascus, which I was subsequently able to confirm in the catalogue of the Ẓāhiriyya collection of Sufi literature.32 I could not find any other copy of the Risāla in the online databases or catalogues I consulted, so that the Damascene version appeared to be the only way to gain access to it. Unfortunately, due to the current deplorable situation in Syria, I was unable to travel to Damascus to view it myself. It is thanks to the generous help of Dr. Khayr Allāh al-Sharīf that I received the invaluable photographs of the Damascene manuscript on which I was able to base my edition. Because of this, there are limits to the degree that I can give an in-depth description of the manuscript here. Nonetheless, owing to the information found in the catalogue of the Ẓāhiriyya Library and the Khizānat al-turāth, there is still a thing or two to be said in its regard.
Concerning the Manuscript
The manuscript of Risālat al-sulūk is part of a collective volume that is held in the Ẓāhiriyya Library under shelf-number 6595. According to the Khizānat al-turāth, the manuscript contains at least four other treatises, namely: The text of Risālat al-sulūk starts on the sixth line of folio 18b (verso), the first four lines of which are the final lines of another treatise that I have not been able to identify.37 The fifth line is kept empty so as to separate the two treatises from each other. There is no reason to doubt al-Baʿlabakkī's authorship of the Risāla. After the basmala and an invocation for the Prophet, the treatise starts by setting forth its author's full name as follows: "Says the shaykh, the imam, the scholar, the traditionist, the learned, the pious, the knower [of God], Zayn al-Dīn Abū Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. Maḥmūd b. ʿUbaydān al-Baʿlabakkī." Although the manuscript does not contain a title, "Risālat al-sulūk," as it is called in the Ẓāhiriyya catalogue, appears fitting. The use of the word "sulūk" as the collective term for the spiritual way to God on folio 18b shows that this is exactly the subject with which the epistle is concerned.
The manuscript's writing is in clear naskhī script, with 21 lines per page and about 12 words per sentence, on 29,5 × 20,05 cm pages, with 3 cm margins.38 Risālat al-sulūk ends on folio 21a (recto), on the end of the page's seventeenth line, which is directly followed by four more lines in the same handwriting that are not part of our treatise. Unlike folio 18b, this is not indicated by an empty line. These four final lines on folio 21a are possibly the copyist's own words, meant to introduce a new treatise that follows on the folio's verso. It reads:
Answers by our shaykh, our blessing: the shaykh, the imam, the scholar who puts his knowledge in practice (al-ʿālim al-ʿāmil) , the godly, the renunciant, the unique, the learned, the most erudite, our master and our spiritual guide (qudwa) to God (exalted is He): Sharaf al-Dīn Abī Sulaymān Dāwūd, the son of the servant in need of God (exalted is He), the late Abī Ḥafṣ ʿUmar b. Ibrāhīm al-Shādhilī-may God be pleased with him and make him be pleased! May He make Paradise his final destiny and dwelling, and may He unite us in the abode of honor, in a state of According to the catalogue of the Ẓāhiriyya Library, the treatise that follows on the verso of folio 21 is known as Ajwibat al-Shādhilī, by the Shādhilite shaykh Dāwūd Ibn Bākhilā-or Mākhilā-al-Iskandarī (d. 733/1332) .40 This is a short work, about 16 folios long, aimed to answer several questions concerning the Prophet Muḥammad's nightly journey to Jerusalem and the heavens (i.e. al-isrāʾ wa-l-miʿrāj). If, as I suspect, the words cited above are indeed of the copyist's own composition, this would mean that our manuscript must have been copied by a contemporary of al-Baʿlabakkī, and that the copyist was a disciple of Dāwūd al-Shādhilī. As we have seen, our Ḥanbalite Sufi passed away in 734/1333, which would have been about a year after the Shādhilī shaykh. It may therefore very well have been copied while al-Baʿlabakkī was still alive. This, however, can only be established with certainty by studying MS 6595 in its entirety, which, as mentioned, is currently impossible.
There are several instances where we find things written in the margins of Risālat al-sulūk. The folio-pagination is written in the upper-left corner of each folio's recto. Folios 20a and 21a have the final letters of a word that the copyist was not able to fit in its entirety within the borders its respective line written in the margins. a small note under the final line of the above-mentioned treatise that precedes our Risāla on folio 18b, stating that it has been read by one Rajab Jiddī. In the left margin of our treatise's final page we find two such notes, the first of which is by the same Jiddī, the second of which, right under the former, is by one Taqī al-Dīn al-Ḥuṣnī, who adds that he read it in 1079/ca. 1668. The manuscript appears to be in excellent shape, apart from a large stain that covers about one-sixth of every folio, which was likely caused by humidity. There is only one word that has become entirely illegible due to this. The rest of the words that are affected by the stain remain readable, so that the process of editing Risālat al-sulūk did not prove difficult.
Concerning the Edition and the Translation -Because I have given priority to making the Arabic text as readable as possible, I have inserted punctuation and Arabic diacritical marks where I found this fitting. -In the Arabic text, citations from the Qur'an are put between special brackets (i.e. ﴾﴿) and the name of the sūra and number of the verse(s) in question are given in a footnote. In the translation, each Qur'anic verse is directly followed by the number of the sūra and the verse(s) in question between square brackets. -In both the Arabic text and the translation, whenever a hadith is cited this is put between quotation marks, followed by a footnote that refers it to one of the well-known Hadith-compilations. -The manuscript's folio-numbering has been put between virgules throughout the text of the edition and the translation, with ‫'أ'‬ or 'a' to mark a recto and ‫'ب'‬ or 'b' to mark a verso. -Anything else that is inserted in the Arabic text of the edition that is not found in the manuscript has been put between square brackets.
journal of Sufi studies 5 (2016) 156-187 ʿUbaydān al-Baʿlabakkī-may God (exalted is He) grant him a long life: Know that this path that you seek, and the affair (sha ʾn) that it alluded to [by those who follow it] revolves around two things and it is only through them that it is granted successfully. They are piety (taqwā) and renunciation (zuhd). Whoever does not clothe himself with them outwardly and inwardly does not achieve anything from this matter, for from piety results compliance with the divine command and prohibition, and through renunciation sincere devotion (ikhlāṣ) is realized. Then will the servant [truly] serve God, sincerely devoting the religion to Him, which is confirmed in God's statement (glorified is He): "You only we serve, to You alone we pray for succor" [Qur'an 1:5], and in His statement (exalted is He): "They were commanded only to serve God, sincerely devoting the religion to Him, men of pure faith" [Qur'an 98:5] .64 A lot of jurists, merchants, and common people realize piety without realizing renunciation. They are thereby cut off from elevated stations, and because of [their] love for this world and licit desires, they are veiled from sublime seats (maqāʿid). There are [also] people who realize renunciation without realizing piety. They are numerous among those who are associated with [the way of] poverty ( faqr), such as the Baḥriyya and others.66 That is because they renounce this world, as there is no beneficial purpose for them in it and their hearts have no attachment to it. However, they do not realize piety and do not observe the divine commands and prohibitions. They are thus afflicted by distance [from God] and the door [to Him] is locked from them. They do not achieve any benefit with their spiritual method (sulūk) due to the fact that they place a barrier between themselves and that which the Messenger (may God bless him and grant him peace) has brought. Hence, "a barrier is raised between them and that they desire!" [Qur'an 34:54] .
‫اإلخالص.‬ ‫ق‬ ّ ‫يتحق‬ ‫لزهد‬ ‫وبا‬ ‫لنهي،‬ ‫وا‬ ‫األمر‬ ‫يف‬ ‫املتابعة‬ ‫حتصل‬ ‫لتقوى‬ ‫با‬ ‫فإن‬ ‫شيء.‬ ‫يف‬ ‫األمر‬ ‫هذا‬ ‫من‬ ‫يطمع‬
[Piety and renunciation] are therefore the two foundations around which the spiritual way (sulūk) revolves. Whoever is endowed with them, let him be given the glad tiding that the opening is near (al-fatḥ al-qarīb) , and let him prepare for the share that God will convey unto him.67 Whoever is denied that, his bargain is unsuccessful and his merchandise is without profit, /19a/ unless spiritual attraction ( jadhba) from God comes upon a man and takes him unto Him. Yet, the way of that one should not be taken and one should not live in his vain, because it is God's constant habit (sunnat Allāh al-jāriyya) 68 that the 66 The word "Baḥriyya" seems out of place in this context and is likely an error of the copyist.
Perhaps it was meant to say "Aḥmadiyya," in which case it would most likely be a reference to the Rifāʿi Sufi order, named after the Iraqi Sufi Aḥmad al-Rifāʿī (d. 578/1182). This would make sense, since the concept of faqr was an important part of the Rifāʿi way. As far as I know the word "Baḥriyya" could only refer to the Baḥrī Mamluks. It is certainly true that Mamluk emirs supported Sufis, whom would often be referred to as the "poor" ( fuqarāʾ, sing. faqīr), in the sense that they are in need of God. While Mamluks did offer patronage to Sufi shaykhs and brotherhoods, and sometimes joined them themselves, it is highly unlikely that they would have been linked specifically with the , 1999) , 51. 67 A reference to the Qur'anic verse: "support from God and imminent victory" (Qur'an 61:13); in this case it appears to have a spiritual connotation and may also be translated as a "spiritual opening," which refers to God opening up the heart to knowledge of Him (maʿrifa). 68 There are several verses in the Qur'an that refer to the Sunna(s) of God: 3:137, 17:77, 18:55, 33:38, 35:43, 40:85, . Based on these verses, Ibn Taymiyya differentiates between two kinds: (1) those that are concerned with God's religion, which pertain to His command and prohibition, His promise and threat, etc. (2) and those that are concerned with the natural order of His creation, pertaining to the sun, the moon, the stars, and other such habits. God may suspend Sunnas of the latter kind, which, when it occurs, is journal of Sufi studies 5 (2016) It should be known that if man devoted himself to religious knowledge (al-ʿilm) for a hundred years or more, and if still nothing of what I have mentioned were revealed to him, he will not taste anything of the sweetness of faith (īmān) or submission (islām) with his heart. But the carnal soul (nafs) will be adorned by an abundance of religious sciences (al-ʿulūm) and insightful knowledge of their subtleties, for these things bring him leadership, high rank, superiority over peers and colleagues, and the fulfilment of [the carnal soul's] objectives and desires. But [his] faith will not increase by that. On the contrary, it may actually decrease due to an abundance of work for the sake of something other than God! It ought to be known that seekers of knowledge are of three groups:
[1] A group that seeks knowledge only in order to know the legal rulings (aḥkām). They do not have any objective in terms of acting in accordance with it, being morally shaped by it, or arriving unto God, the All-Knowing, by means of it (al-tawaṣṣul bihi ilā l-ʿalīm). They are known by love for this world and connecting with its ranks, and love for stipends (manāṣib), high rank, and superiority on earth. Hence, you will see that if one of them is able to spend his soul (nafs), his wealth, or his offspring for something by which he will obtain a high rank or leadership in this world, he would do it-only in order to achieve his depraved goal. For them, that which incites them when it comes to knowledge is what they find therein of leadership and superiority on earth. God (exalted is He) said: "That is the Last Abode. We appoint it for those who desire not superiority on earth, nor corruption. The issue ultimate is to the pious" [Qur'an 28:83] . And He (exalted is He) said: "And whoso desires the tillage of this world, We shall give him of it, but in the world to come he will have no share" [Qur'an 42:20] . Among their character-traits are also arrogance, self-admiration, avarice, cowardice, and following the caprice of their carnal souls. That is because they neither shape themselves morally through religious knowledge, nor embellish themselves by putting what human beings call a miracle (e.g. Muḥammad splitting the moon, giving life to the dead, etc.). Hence, I have translated al-Baʿlabakkī's use of the adjective "jāriyya" here as "constant," as he is clearly referring to the first category of Sunnas, which are never suspended. Cf. Ibn Taymiyya it in practice. Rather, they belong purely to the category of the commoners (ʿāmmiyya). In fact, the common people have a better spiritual state (ḥāl) than them, because they have softer and more tender hearts. Therefore, you will see that when a commoner hears the Qur'an, a hadith of the Messenger (may God bless him and grant him peace), or stories of the righteous, his heart will become tender on account of that, he will have tears in his eyes, and he will listen to it with his entire being. But this [group], due to the excess of their arrogance and pride, and the frequency with which they repeat and hear these things without being morally shaped or learning lessons from them, cruelty gets the better of them. They thus become like someone who washes the dead without actually considering death. We ask God, the Magnificent, to not put us in this group, and to safeguard us from the evils of our carnal souls and the transgressions in our deeds, for He is the Beneficent, the Compassionate! [2] The second group are people /19b/ who seek religious knowledge in order to know by it what God (glorified is He) has made incumbent upon them and then do it, what He has made unlawful to them and then abstain from it, and what he has made allowed for them and then abide by it. They are [. . .]69 the scholars, those who habitually practice devotion to God (taʿabbud), perform nightly prayers (tahajjud), and recite litanies (awrād) at night and day, whose hearts are committed to prayer (ṣalāt), the remembrance of God (dhikr), and reciting the Qur'an (tilāwa). They have no strong inclination for this world, stipends, or high rank-although they are not entirely safe from that, for the human being will only be safe from love for this world and high rank by realizing renunciation. Nevertheless, they benefit from religious knowledge, knowing what is lawful (ḥalāl), what is unlawful (ḥarām), and what is permitted (mubāḥ) according to it, and what is obligatory ( farḍ), what is necessary (wājib), and what is commendable (sunna) according to it. They act according to their knowledge, and they teach it to the people-may God be pleased with them and make them be pleased!
[3] The third group is a people who seek knowledge in order to thereby get to know the All-Knowing (glorified is He), Who is their primary goal. Religious knowledge is the way towards intimate knowledge of Him (maʿrifatihi), because He (mighty and majestic is He) can only be known by means of knowledge that He Himself (glorified is He) has taught them in His revealed Book and the Sunna of His Messenger (may God bless him and grant him peace), so that, consequently, they can get to know Him. When they know Him they love Him, because anyone who knows Him (glorified is He) loves Him. When they love Him they are sincere to Him, for the lover is sincere towards the one he loves. The second is to discipline (riyāḍa) and govern (siyāsa) the heart in accordance with uprightness (istiqāma) in performing all that God (mighty and majestic is He) commands, outwardly and inwardly. Whenever the heart deviates and turns towards negligence in regard to that which He commands, and inclines towards that which He hates by some passing thought (khāṭir) or whim (hamma), the servant must censure his heart and return it to the domain of uprightness. This will only be practiced by someone who either loves (muḥibb), fears (khāʾif ), or intimately knows [God] (ʿārif ), for it would be difficult for anyone else. Do you not see that the sincere servant who is dutiful towards his Master will love what He loves, hate what He hates, be pleased with what pleases Him, and displeased with what displeases Him? In the same fashion the heart of the loving knower [of God] /20a/ is molded according to the attributes of his Master (mighty and majestic is He), such as generosity, clemency, compassion, patience, contentment, love for obedience and pious deeds, and hate for disobedience and offenses. Then his heart will remain naturally disposed towards conformity [to God's religion], because he has purified himself from the sources of hypocrisy and has been morally shaped by the character traits (akhlāq) of the King, the Creator. ʿĀʾisha (may God be pleased with her) was asked about the character of the Messenger of God (may God bless him and grant him peace), and she answered: "His character was the Qur'an. Abū l-Mughīra narrated to us-Ṣafwān narrated to us-Shurayḥ (i.e. ibn ʿUbayd) narrated to us, saying: The people of Greater Syria (ahl al-shām) were mentioned in the presence of ʿAlī (may God be pleased with him) while he was in Iraq. They said: 'Do curse them, O commander of the believers!' to which he replied: 'Verily, I have heard the Messenger of God (may God bless him and grant him peace) say: "The substitutes (abdāl) /20b/ will be in Syria and they are forty men. Whenever one [of them] passes away, God replaces him with another man. It is by them that the rain comes down, it is by them that you triumph over the enemies, and it is by them that [God's] punishment is kept away from the people of Greater Syria!" '75
May God place us among them, lead us on their path, and gather us with them [on the Day of Judgment], for He is the most Merciful of the merciful! Know that seeking this world and striving for its sake are amongst the most loathsome things there are. The one who seeks it will remain in [a state of] exertion, hardship, distress, vileness, and humiliation, for he has no worthneither to God nor to the people! Among them is one whose service is frequently sought by those who are unjust, their helpers, or others in whom no sound faith (ʿaqīda ṣāliḥa) exists, in order to aid him in his worldly life and fulfil his needs. That way, they subjugate and degrade him under the assumption that they devote themselves to him and honor him. This is the greatest temptation for him and the furthest away from God (exalted is He), for these [people] become the idol of his heart! Whenever a mishap occurs to him or a severe calamity befalls him, his heart turns to them to fulfil his need and remove his calamity. Does it befit someone who has the slightest whiff of faith (īmān) and submission (islām) to serve His Lord while he subjugates his heart to something other than Him and relies [on that] to fulfil his needs and remove his calamities, [all the while it is God] Who created him, nourished him, subjected to him all that is in the heavens and the earth, is responsible for his provision, journal of Sufi studies 5 (2016) 156-187 that connects him unto God (mighty and majestic is He) (tajmaʿuhu ʿalā llāh). For when man is on the verge of death, all of the worldly attachments and distractions that used to occupy him leave him, and his heart is solely concerned with all that comes upon him of this great affair. A person will then be destitute, having nothing with him! It may be that [at that moment] doubts and suspicions face him, and it may be that he deviates from [professing God's] divine unity (tawḥīd) altogether, because he is destitute and Satan prevails [over him], and it may be that [Satan] deceives him and seduces him away from the religion. This is contrary to the one who has attained the divine relationship, whose heart is connected to God (mighty and majestic is He), for this relationship is stronger than anything that may happen when mishaps occur. Do you not see that he who is connected to a king or someone of high standing, that when a calamity befalls him, his heart is strengthened by his master and he pays it no heed, since he knows that [his master] will aid him and deliver him from that calamity? The same goes for the one who has attained a relationship with God (glorified is He): it is hoped that his faith becomes stronger at the trial of death, due to his heart's connection (ittiṣāl) with God (mighty and majestic is He), for God will honor him and have mercy on him, and He will neither neglect him nor forsake him at the moment when he will need Him the most. So, such a man will die and be resurrected with this connection-if God (exalted is He) wills it so! The Messenger of God (may God bless him and grant him peace) said: "The intelligent one is he who subjugates his carnal soul and strives for what follows after death, and the one lacking in intelligence is he who follows the caprice of his carnal soul that desires from God [what it longs for]."80
We ask God the Magnificent to strengthen us in Islam and the Sunna, that He resurrects us accordingly, and that He gathers us with the Prophets, the veracious, the martyrs, and the righteous upon whom he has given his blessings-for He is the Beneficent, the Compassionate! This [epistle] has come to completion, so praise be to God alone, and may His blessings and peace be upon our Master Muḥammad, the best of His creation, and upon his family and companions! 80 The MS omits the word "al-amānī," which is found in the version of the hadith related by al-Tirmidhī. Since it makes more sense in the translation, it has been rendered between brackets here. 
